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There are seven ways that slaves came into being: taken under a 
flag (of war), becoming a slave in order to eat food, born in the 
house, bought, given, inherited from ancestors, or enslaved as a 
punishment.1 
 
This chapters in this volume emerge from papers delivered at a conference held 
at the University of Oxford under the auspices of Inter-Disciplinary.Net entitled 
‘Slavery: Past Present and Future’. The goals of this book are ambitious: to bring 
together scholars working in a wide variety of chronological periods and 
geographical locations to discuss the causes, experiences and legacies of historic 
and contemporary slavery. This work is ideally done in an interdisciplinary context 
and contributions appear from authors working in the fields of history, literature, 
law, sociology, political theory and anthropology. Even more exciting, the e-book 
contributors include not only academics and independent scholars, but also 
enthusiasts and young people, ensuring that dialogues started here might continue 
outside the university environment. This e-book asks challenging questions about 
the nature of our understanding of slavery and human trafficking. For example, 
when discussing modern day slavery, authors confront the neglect of the 
experience of men and boys. The perception of ‘victims’ determining whether a 
situation constitutes slavery is another area in which this e-book breaks new 
ground.  
 
Historical Variants of Slavery 
 The authors’ working definitions of the term ‘slavery’ are flexible. What counts 
as slavery has changed across different times and places. Slavery in one form or 
another has existed in almost every documented society across the world. In the 
Ancient World, Hammurabi’s law codes alert us to the existence of a class of 
slaves in Babylon, while simultaneously in India and China, chattel and debt 
slavery was codified. Very little is known about the personal experience of the 
enslaved at this early period, but through the study of laws and the records of the 
elite, a picture of a flexible type of slavery emerges, in which it was possible for a 
slave to reach a respected professional status. However, some of the characteristics 
of slavery familiar to us were in place in the Ancient World: the vulnerability of 
the enslaved to corporal punishment, and justification by Aristotle of natural 
slavery, the idea that certain people were destined by birth and personality to be 
nothing but slaves.    
The feudal systems of medieval Europe and Russia saw many millions of poor 
tied to the land in systems of bonded labour known as serfdom, which offered both 
protection from economic fluctuation and lack of freedom and abuse to the serfs. 
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During this Crusading period, western Europeans observed in the Eastern 
Mediterranean the practice of planting, harvesting and refining sugar on 
plantations, undertaken by mixed groups of forced labourers including Africans. 
The extremely high demand for this crop helped to drive the development of the 
system of plantation slavery, first practised by the Portuguese in the Eastern 
Atlantic, and then by European settlers around the globe in both the Americas and 
in the Indian Ocean.  
Trafficking West African slaves across the Atlantic is only part of the story. 
Another long distance trade in slaves existed around the Indian Ocean, as slaves 
from Europe and East Africa were taken to Central Asia and the Far East along the 
‘silk road’ trade routes, with the settlements of Khiva, Samarkand and Bukhara 
being important slaving hubs. Many of the slaves traded along this route were 
women, destined not for agricultural labour, but rather for use as domestic servants 
or concubines. Other slaves in the region were employed for military purposes and 
through this might achieve autonomy and freedom. The Ottomans employed elite 
slave troops, young boys taken from local Christian populations and raised as 
Muslims, trained to be fighters known as the Janisseries. Enslavement of the ethnic 
or religious other has been a constant throughout history, but saw its apogee in the 
transatlantic slave trade, operating from the fifteenth to nineteenth centuries and 
involving the transportation of an estimated 12 million Africans to the Americas. 
The resultant racialised discourse, first justifying slavery and then justifying the 
inferior treatment of freed slaves later had far-reaching consequences for minority 
groups.  
The first organised abolition movement began in the eighteenth century to bring 
to an end this particular form of trafficking, and then to end the system of slavery 
itself. The lauding of free labour in certain parts of the world became linked with 
the imperialist ideal, as a handful of nations in Western Europe attempted to 
impose their religious, moral and economic views on the rest of the world. This 
was hypocritical as slavery was only abolished where it was economically 
expedient to do so, and forced labour was permitted where it was profitable: the 
notorious case of King Leopold’s Belgian Congo at the turn of the twentieth 
century being a prominent example. Other coercive labour practices were common, 
such as convict labour used in the white settlement of Australia and convict leasing 
system in the southern United States in the decades following the end of slavery. 
Despite local, national and international efforts to bring slavery and human 
trafficking to an end, the systems still exists in many parts of the world in 2015.  
The chapters discuss a wide range forced or bonded labour including 
indentured servitude and convict labour, both of which have a contested status: do 
these abusive labour forms ‘count’ as slavery? What is the significance of using 
such a powerful and emotive word as ‘slavery’ in such contexts? While 
establishing that a definition of slavery able to fit all times and places is 
impossible, this e-book acknowledges slavery and its attendant power relations 
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almost always involved the intersection of class, gender, race or caste and almost 
always involved a process of ‘othering’ of the enslaved person. The complexities 
of abolition and anti-slavery across time and place, specifically the ways that 
engagement with these campaigns constructed and challenged national identities, 
and continue to do so, are also discussed by authors in this e-book. 
 
Modern-Day Slavery 
 The book is framed around two key premises. First, that in the twenty-first 
century contemporary slavery, or so-called modern day slavery, is an increasingly 
important although contested phenomenon. Globally, those in slavery and forced or 
coerced labour situations are numbered in the many millions, while child labour, 
child soldiery and forced marriage represent equally important and related coercive 
situations. The connections between modern day slavery and the voluntary 
movement of people around the globe looking for work and economic 
advancement are complex. Legal frameworks, local initiatives and national and 
multi-national charitable initiatives all form part of the anti-slavery movement of 
the twenty-first century. The work of organisations such as Free the Slaves, headed 
by Professor Kevin Bales, and awareness-raising reports such as the Global 
Slavery Index (last completed in 2014, suggesting that a total of 35.8 million 
people live in slavery today) is crucial in constructing our understanding of what 
slavery is in the contemporary world.2 However, the efforts of abolitionists such as 
Bales have been criticised by others who believe that he does not acknowledge the 
political and economic global context which causes the slavery that he abhors. 
Others criticise his tendency to call every coercive situation ‘slavery’, thus diluting 
the meaning of this powerful term.3 
 
Dissecting the Place of African Slavery 
 The second premise addressed is the assumption that African slavery, 
especially the transatlantic slave trade and its operation from roughly 1500 to the 
1860s, was an archetypal slavery and that to discuss slavery and the slave trade 
must inevitably mean discussing black African experience and identity. We often 
found ourselves comparing other types of slavery in other places or other times to 
the transatlantic system, as though all slaveries must be understood through the 
prism of this slavery. Although controversial perhaps, this type of slavery seems to 
be taken implicitly as the ‘benchmark’ by which others’ experiences should be 
judged. When asking ‘is this slavery?’ we tend to reach to the African-American 
experience for comparison, despite historically, slavery much earlier (Indian, 
Chinese, Greek, Roman) and other slave trades operated on an equally large scale 
(Indian Ocean slavery). Sociologists such as Orlando Patterson have come up with 
a definition of slavery that transcends time and place (‘slavery as social death’).4 
This volume avoids a sole focus on transatlantic slavery and authors bring topics to 
the discussion that encourage us to make connections among forms of exploitation 
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across time and place. Scholars working on historical types of forced labour in 
India and in Africa problematise the common assumption that transatlantic slavery 
must take precedence. Chapters on historical slavery also highlight the aftermath of 
slavery. The global legacy of historical slavery, of economic inequalities, of 
societal attitudes such as residual racism and of the ways that we choose to 
remember, teach and memorialise slavery are important topics.  
However, this book does contain chapters by experts in antebellum slavery of 
the United States and their enlightening contributions shows that there is still a 
long way to go to develop a full understanding of this complex and harrowing type 
of slavery, mainly in understanding the agency and experience of the enslaved in 
their own terms, rather than through the voices of their white owners or white 
abolitionist supporters. This process, begun nearly half a century ago with the 
groundbreaking work of John Blassingame, is challenging because of the nature of 
the sources available to us. But Blassingame’s work cautioning us against the 
unthinking use of slave narratives, is vital whatever era of slavery we focus on. The 
gathering of the slave narrative and the permitting of the enslaved (or ‘slavery 
survivors’ as some abolitionist groups call them) to have a voice is a crucial part of 
twenty-first century abolitionist activity. But scholars gathering oral testimony 
from the enslaved must be cautious of allowing their own hegemonic position to 
cloud the voice of the victim, just as Blassingame argued when describing the 
WPA narratives gathered in the United States in the 1930s.5 
As well as slave experience and the legacy of slavery, a key focus of slavery 
studies today is an examination of legal frameworks and their failures to prevent 
coercive labour practices. Since 1981 slavery has been outlawed in every country 
in the world when Mauritania became the last country to ban it. Global efforts to 
deal with slavery have a long history, dating back to 1807 with Britain’s attempt to 
police the transatlantic trade, and the 1926 Slavery Convention. The Universal 
Declaration on Human Rights of 1948 reinforced this, decreeing that no one should 
be held in slavery. Despite these legal efforts, slavery still persists, with Mauritania 
having the largest proportion of people enslaved in chattel bondage, at 5% and 
India with the largest total number in slave labour at 14 million.6 Such failures of 
international law can leave abolitionists feeling powerless, but the importance of 
local initiatives in the developed and developing world is highlighted by some of 
the authors, many of whom were advocates and campaigners. Their contibution 
demonstrates the importance of work in this field: we must engage not only in 
sharing knowledge about Slavery: Past, Present and Future, but we must also 
mobilise to bring about social justice and ensure no one is enslaved in the future. 
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Notes 
 
1  The Laws of Manu, trans. Wendy Doniger and Brian Smith (London: Penguin, 
1991), 196. This quotation illustrates the various ways individuals might be 
enslaved and also shows how the institution was embedded in ancient societies 
such as India. 
2 Kevin Bales has written many books on contemporary global slavery. His most 
famous is Disposable People: New Slavery in the Global Economy (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2012). 
3 O. Patterson ‘A Rejoinder: Professor Orlando Patterson’s response to Professor 
Kevin Bales, The Legal Understanding of Slavery, ed. Jean Allain (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012); Julia O’Connell Davidson, Modern Slavery: The Margins 
of Freedom (London: Palgrave, 2015) 
4 O. Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1982).  
5 J. Blassingame, ‘Using the Testimony of Ex-Slaves: Approaches and Problems,’ 
Journal of Southern History 41 (1975): 490. 
6 Global Slavery Index Report, Born Free Foundation, Viewed on 29 June 2016, 
http://www.globalslaveryindex.org/ 
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